Violent methane and helium clouds compose Kalevala’s raw shifting skin. They stretching 
raggedly apart to leave bare patches, or smash together into swollen thunderheads: keloid 
scars on the roof of the world. Its star shines in soft blue waves through clouds, but stabs 
white and violent between them. The wind can transform shadows from soft gradients to 
wicked black knives. Natural contrasts define Kalevala. Every wisp and stone seems to the 
simplifies memetic relationships into easy dialectics. They transform subtle, implied memes 
into a theatre of Manichean struggles: gods versus demons, hero against a quest’s trials. 
Kalevala’s about storytelling, drama. 


That’s my first impression. That’s why archemorphs exist. 


This world bleeds the epic -- and every epic’s a fake. Wishful history. Consider the semiotics 
of “spectacular.” Spectacular - befitting a spectacle, a contrived event designed for 
consumption. The word comes from spectare, the act of looking. | do not describe Kalevala’s 
light, but the act of looking at the light. Similarly, Kalevala is “dramatic.” Drama evokes 
theater; theater is a sentimental falsehood. When | describe the land, the mission and of 
course the archemorphs, remember to exercise skepticism. Watch the demons dance, but 
don’t tap to the rhythm yourself. 


>>>>>>BEGIN SIDEBAR 
Meeting Log 11/01/09 09:14 
S. XHANDRA: We've starting to learn how the archemorphs work, but not why. 


BHIKKHU EKA: That’s why you contacted us. As per the contract, our report isn’t 
guaranteed to further your understanding. It only adds our distinct perspective. But before 
we begin, please note that fees and conditions have changed with the corresponding 
economic indices. Is this acceptable? 


BHIKKHU DVI: Only a small adjustment. We didn’t outrun inflation. We lead simple lives. 
Not ascetic, per se, but modest. 


S. XHANDRA: We appreciate that. But keep in mind that even though the Gatekeeper’s 
assets look impressive, individual project budgets cling to less impressive figures. | know 
your reputations as exomemeticists - well, | know you produce talented exomemeticists - 
but | do have to file ROI estimates. 

BHIKKHU EKA: With little invested in oneself, you see things as they are, unclouded by 
excessive self-interest. We produce insights that approach objectivity, even in cultural 
matters. 


BHIKKHU TRI: Naturally, we can’t be completely objective. That requires a degree of 
enlightenment that we lack as individuals. 


S. XHANDRA: Then what does it mean? What does Kalevala mean? 
BHIKKHU EKA: Ultimately? Nothing. 

XHANDRA: | knew you were going to say that. 

>>>>>>END SIDEBAR 

Bhikkhu Dvi: Planetary Abstract 


//ego mode private 


Eka’s staring at the clouds again. What is he thinking about? | guess l'II find out once we get 
back to Sangha. So we'll he. In another sense, neither of us will. Before planetfall, | asked 
Eka if he believed returning to Sangha was a type of death. He said it wasn’t even a 
coherent question. Sangha didn’t build him to believe in it. Naturally, | agreed with him. | 
lied. 


I’m going to die. They’re going to crack my stack and pour its data back into the whole. I’m 
going to die. 


Last night | dreamed all three of us climbed into a blender: a huge version of the one 
incarnation 114 used to own. He liked to cook by hand. A great, golden hand hit the Puree 
button; the blender’s blades ripped through us, but no pain. 


Somehow, | hovered around even as it ground me to paste, and | looked past the hand to 
the golden giant’s face. It was a haze of hot light. He poured the chunky pink liquid of our 
remains into a battered copper cup, raised it to his mouth and drank deeply, greedily. 
Rivulets of liquefied tissue and bits of bone ran down either side of his chin. 


I'd turn dreaming off, but client satisfaction increases a full two basis points when we keep it 
on. Sangha is remarkably mercantile for a bodhisattva. It even designs our bald, wiry bodies 
and robes to fit neuromarketing and branding standards.. 


Enough about that. Let’s talk about Kalevala. 
//ego mode shared 


Where do | start? It’s tempting to skip to the archemorphs but let’s be thorough. Kalevala’s a 
violent world, always buckling and shaking. Jagged valleys ripple with blue mist. Arrowhead- 
shaped mountains break the sky. Nothing survives long enough for erosion to round it down. 


| didn’t bother to sleeve in the flesh at first; Kalevala’s Mars-like temperature and thin 
helium-methane atmosphere requires a suit anyway. | didn’t want to feel the planet’s 1.2 Gs 
in an low grav body, either. | delayed the inevitable by staying canned, hooked to the local 
mesh. Gatekeeper gave me more limited access than | would have preferred (no satellite 
imagery, for example) but | still managed to sneak through a number of devices while Eku 
started in on his poetic reverie. 


There are no Iktomi ruins on Kalevala, but the Spiderland archemorphs prove they visited. 
The only long term residents before we showed up were the species we call Kalevalans, 
even though they aren’t actually from this planet. They lived in pressurized fortresses, five 
of which are mostly intact. Annoyingly, they deleted almost all of their data storage before 
they left for... wherever they went. The other dozen Kalevalan stations are radioactive 
ruins. 


Gatekeeper reps converted one Kalevalan station for biomorph use. They Kalevalan body 
plan was that of an upright, seven foot tall muscular caduceus with snakes’ heads for hands. 
They built close to human scale, breathed oxygen and ate CHON-based foodstuffs, just like 
baseline humans, unable to live here without protection or resleeving. They were strict 
biochauvanists, however. Interestingly, there’s no evidence that they ever visited Kalevala’s 
Gate. | think they came by generation ship, a species of heroes from another system, 
teaching an epic in progress to their children until they arrived here. 


Good for them. This is a world for heroes. 
Unfortunately, tragedy is the human and posthuman epic’s dominant theme. Troy falls; 


Fimbulwinter comes. Heroes die. Given the blasted wreckage the Kalevalans left behind, | 
think this was true for them, too. 


>>>>>>>BEGIN SIDEBAR 
Serena Xhandra Textlog 11/01/09 10:01 


As expected, my first meeting went badly. It also confirmed suspicions that the monks suffer 
a prolonged period of disorientation after instancing out of Sangha. 


What is Sangha? If you don’t have time to read the link read this: In 2 AF, 211 infomophs 
posited that they could achieve the Buddhist ideal of transcending personal, egoistic identity 
by exchanging mutual read/write permissions for each other’s egos. This early Sangha 
maintained the pretense of individual identity in public, but harnessed their collective 
talents by providing analytical services: everything from art criticism to demographic 
profiling. Sangha spent its profits on a small Kuiper Belt habitat. It can only support about a 
dozen people for any length of time, but it contains the necessary extensive hardware to 
store, index, edit and process the monks’ ego-grade data. 


Every monk is remixed from the original 211, loaded into a stack and a humanlike biomorph. 
At the end of an instance, Sangha uploads the stack and its new experiences. Individual 
monks believe Sangha is an enlightened teacher - a bodhisattva - but we don’t know if the 
Sangha is a running consciousness or cold storage. 


The monks are coy about these questions, and for good reasons. If they had some kind of 
true mass-mind hidden out there, it'd remind everyone of the old TITAN headhunters. 
Somebody would eliminate it with a suitably horrendous weapon. Sangha produces some of 
the finest social scientists in existence, however, so, saint, mass-mind or dumb process, it 
taps something special about how we understand each other. 


>>>>>END SIDEBAR 
Bhikkhu Tri: Expedition to Spiderland 


If the Iktomi settled here they left no signs, but thanks to Spiderland we know they made an 
impression. Maybe they thought it was nothing more than a barren way station - but maybe 
they built the place. In all, their archemorph site covers about 50 square kilometers. | was 
eager to see it for myself. Even though Gatekeeper provides excellent simulations, knowing 
that they are simulations makes them more difficult to study. 


(That suggests an interesting question: What if | didn’t know | was in a simulation? Would | 
do a better job? | hope a future incarnation follows that thought.) 


| got Dvi sleeved as soon as we reached the renovated alien fort Gatekeeper calls Pojo Base. 
He frowned while | ran him through the a regimen designed to quickly adapt his morph to 
the heavy gravity. That annoyed me; 1.2 Gs was enough for even a Flat to tolerate, but Dvi 
insisted on more strength and bone mass. He was still lying down when the Gatekeeper 
logistics head (Ms. Xhandra) found us. We were sufficiently patronizing and enigmatic to 
disarm her desire to speak to us for any length of time. She said, “I'll just subscribe to your 
public feeds” and trotted off. 


Once Dvi was willing to rise | collected him and Eku, ordered a crawler and sent us off to 
Spiderland. 


Do what Xhandra did: Watch our ego feeds as we approach the zone. You'll see small 
archemorphs first. They’re the jeweled, skittering things a quarter to half a meter long that 
keep tumbling out of the crawler’s way. They might be animals from the Iktomi homeworld, 
their robots, fairies from their myths - even politically unpopular Iktomi. The uncertainty is 
thrilling. 


Once you enter Spiderland’s core (“downtown,” they call it) you'll see that the archemorphs 
don’t build at realistic scales alone. Huge Iktomi heroes lumber around at four or even six 
meters high - way too big for to support their body plans with Iktomi bone and chitin. 
Archemorphs are made of stronger stuff. Other Spiderland archemorphs are the standard 
Iktomi size, and a few are no bigger than the ones we saw heading downtown. 


| think they obey the same rules as Ancient Egyptian statuary. Kings and gods grow vast; 
slaves and other low status beings shrink. There’s an outside chance that it might be the 
other way around - human cultures go through miniaturization fads - but all the action 
revolves around big Iktomi. 


Titanic buildings and monuments loom over them. Some are simple shapes carved with 
intricate networks of lines, like antique circuit boards. Many more evoke the style of typical 
Iktomi ruins, and a few are huge statues of the Iktomi themselves. Infrasonar readings 
suggest that most of the big structures have multiple interior chambers. We spied rippling 
yellow and purple glows emanating from various openings. We didn’t go in, however. 
Gatekeeper files warned us that the buildings were nanoswarm constructions just like the 
archemorph “heroes,” liable to twist and fall whenever Spiderland’s guiding intelligence 
decides to change the scenery. Configurations shift with enough force to crush robust 
morphs and small vehicles. 


>>>>>>>BEGIN SIDEBAR - SHOULD RESEMBLE THE MIDDLE OF A WINDOW WHERE 
THERE’S MORE TEXT ABOVE AND BELOW THAT THE READER CANNOT SEE, AND A SCROLL 
BAR OR SIMILAR MOVE UP/DOWN INTERFACE GRAPHIC 


Kalevala Mission/Archemorphs/Technology Precis 


>>>>>>INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING OVERFLOW TEXT, CUTTING OFF MOST OF IT FROM THE 
TOP - YOU DON’T HAVE TO US ALL OF IT. IN FACT, GET RID OF AS MUCH AS YOU CAN WHILE 
KEEPING THE SCROLL-WINDOW LOOK. 


not yet a full bestiary of nanoswarm breeds of stock materials. Engineers on site entertain 
competing theories about feedstock materials, including specialized mining breeds and 
large, undiscovered raw material caches. 


Pre-archemorphic nanoswarms resemble their TITAN-class counterparts, though each swarm 
possesses multiple breeds with varying structures and chemical compositions. They haven’t 
reacted to sample collection procedures to date, but should never be considered safe in an 
unformatted state. 


We don’t know what formats archemorphic swarms into archemorphs. They don’t relay 
information in any detectable fashion. Fringe theories posit that they get instructions from 
collapsing entangled bit states. Samples do not participate in their swarm’s behavior; we 
don’t know how they “know” they’re being contained and studied. 


Archemorphs are a mix of the source swarm and any materials it gathers during the 
construction process. At least three nanobot breeds form long chains capable of contracting 
in concert, providing mechanical action. Others lay in striations around normally inflexible 
materials. As a result, archemorphs that appear to be made of stone and steel can move 
with remarkable speed. Other breeds create endo- and exoskeletal structures as needed. 
Some archemorphs are capable of electrical discharges, luminescent effects and other 
phenomena that suggest the existence of other breeds, or may represent specialized 
adaptations by a generalized nanobot type. 


Expedition slang divides archemorphs into heroes, that look like living, ambulatory beings, 
and monuments: apparent buildings, plantlike life, and other still objects. Heroes might lock 


into periods of immobility and monuments occasionally move, so these are not proper 
scientific distinctions. 


Close contact is not recommended, Archemorphs rapidly reformat into new shapes, creating 
environmental hazards through crushing force, energetic discharges and the release of 
volatile chemicals. While they do not normally react to our presence, personnel have 
reported that Iktomi heroes “watch” them, and some appear to avoid exploratory craft. For 
the most part they engage in preprogrammed series of actions: narratives that require 
further study. 


>>>>>>INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING OVERFLOW TEXT, CUTTING OFF MOST OF IT FROM THE 
BOTTOM - YOU DON’T HAVE TO US ALL OF IT. IN FACT, GET RID OF AS MUCH AS YOU CAN 
WHILE KEEPING THE SCROLL-WINDOW LOOK. 


Due to the varied research interests on site, management working groups have not yet 
decided upon a universal set of contact and research protocols. Each department formulates 
its own ad hoc rules. This is 


>>>>>>END SIDEBAR - SEE NOTE ABOVE 
Bhikkhu Eka: Spiderland Sagas 


Beyond Spiderland, other zones like Snakehead (Kalevalan species heroes slither and snap 
at each other in a land of labyrinthine caves and green glass trees), Godchess (Jagged 
towers dance across a plain of red hexagons) and 15 more stable zones litter the planet. 
Others exist, but either only appeared once, or collapsed shortly after we discovered 
Kalevala. 


For the most part, Gatekeeper recruited nanobot fanatics to study the place. They’re 
technically inclined and impatient - poor informants, though enthusiastic. Fortunately, the 
frontline Gatecrashers who stuck around are more superstitious. They developed private 
folklore about Spiderland, and were more than willing to share it. | confirmed their rough 
stories with direct observation and found the zone’s patterns - its epics. 


There’s the story of Golden Forelegs. Huge and swift, it walks away from every tale with a 
deep red object: a bowl, a sheet of hard segments, a staff - always a prize, and always 
seized from the midst of a crowd. Forelegs is a trickster perhaps, or a parent asserting its 
right of command. It never fights for the prize. Perhaps the forelegs are a sign of sexual 
power, or the mark of an enlightened being, like the Wheel of the Law in the Buddha’s 
footprint. 


Spinehead /s a fighter: smaller, agile, carrying sharp tools. It cuts and stabs its way through 
other archemorphs and always tries to climb high, to the top of the largest monument in any 
tableau. It defends its perch King of the Mountain style. Then again, he could be driven to 
that high spot. Maybe it’s a place of shame and high-status Iktomi preferred low, shadowy 
places. 


| could go on about other recurring heroes: Wounded Thorax, the Circle Cutter, the Burning 
One - nine in all, and detailed reports about them accompany this file. Were they important 
to the Iktomi, or the archemorphs? | believe the answer is the former, that archemorph 
swarms record myths without judging them. They’re like clay tablets and standing stones. 


| can only be thankful. | stood among the stone dignitaries of an alien court and saw them 
duel, and it is comforting that conflict defines them, just as it does us. It means that our 
battle-damaged culture, fallen as it is, is not much more fallen than its predecessors. 


Then again, they all vanished. Was it Nirvana, or just death? 


>>>>>>BEGIN SIDEBAR 

MEMORANDUM CONFIDENTIALITY CODE BRILLIANT MIRANDA 
FROM: Kalevala Policy Al 

TO: Serena Xhandra III 

SUBJECT: Anthropocentric Manifestations 

Ms. Xhandra, 


After reviewing policy precedents and current intelligence reports, Policy Al has decided to 

deny your request to share information related to anthropocentric archemorphs with Tier 3 

contractors. Prohibited subjects include the existence of Zone 19 as well as all past, current 
and future anthropocentric manifestations, regardless of physical location. 


This restriction applies until further notice. 


To encourage compliance, Policy Al would like to remind you of the following motivational 
factors: 


1. Social analysis estimates that anthropocentric manifestations would generate a 
46% increase in opinions that Kalevalan archemorphs represent a nontrivial existential 
threat across key influence nodes. Your cooperation will prevent complications such as 
criminal prosecution, corporate espionage and Firewall operations. 


2. Paragraph 12 Subsection 3 of your contract specifies the deletion of your current 
instantiation for violating policies coded OCHRE MIRIAM or higher. 


Prompt attention to the policy above will ensure a smooth expedition. 
Thank you, 
Policy Al 


This memo was generated using Policy Al on Asocial Default. Don’t like Policy Al’s 
personality? Adjust it in management settings. 


>>>>>>END SIDEBAR 
Bhikkhu Dvi: The Golden Man 


When did I notice they were lying to us? Immediately. The problem isn’t finding lies, but 
important lies. Deception leaves a distinct semiotic signature but we lie all the time, so 
these signs are usually insignificant noise - static. Tri noticed more than static when none of 
the Gatecrashers refused to be interviewed. Assignments a/ways feature uncooperative 
Gatecrashers: silent by choice, or thanks to a patron’s policies. This time, everyone wanted 
to talk. That made him suspicious. 


| ran a meta-analysis of the first hundred hours of interviews. The results indicated that 

management concocted a suite of lo-rez synthetic memories to remix and regale us with -- 
to keep us busy so we'd avoid sensitive topics. Not only were there things they didn’t want 
us to know, but that they didn’t want us to know they didn’t want us to know them. Get it? 


After that it was easy to rate the bullshit content of each subject and correlate them with 
particular assignments, including fake duty logs that just happened to coincide with 
supposedly-automated aerostat runs over an unnamed part of the planet. It wasn’t hard to 


schedule ourselves into a secret trip the same way they did, so soon enough, we were riding 
an aerostat cargo hold ourselves. 


Yeah, you can look at my memories. Understand this: | didn’t see neatly classified myths. It 
was a riot of mixed legends. Gilgamesh climbed the cross to learn the runes. Arjuna led 
battalions of US Marines to take Troy, city of the TITANs. Those were the more obvious ones, 
built with prefab roles and sets. But elsewhere, flying men in capes fought armored insects 
in citadels of crystal. Ridiculous craft hovered throughout the zone, mishmashes of the 
oldest dreams of flight and spaceflight. 


We did not walk like ants in the shadows of their stories. These archemorphs noticed us right 
away. Sometimes they ignored us, but they usually stepped aside to give us small parts and 
we obliged, afraid of the penalty for refusal. | cut an archemorph’s heart out of his body with 
a faux obsidian knife, marveling in its intricacy, in the perfectly modeled torrent of blood. | 
held it aloft from atop a stepped pyramid. 


We were lucky. To us, our roles were obvious, but we were made to be memeticists, 
mythographers, semioticians. We found a few body parts and crushed vehicles indicating 
that other explorers weren’t as insightful. They didn’t play their parts, and got in the way of 
the gods. 


That didn’t matter when we encountered the Golden Man. Only I recognized him for what he 
was. We all saw his huge, burning body but only | knew the meaning: how in the dream, 
every tongue of flame or mote of light was a ground fragment of an individual mind, to be 
mixed in the fire and renewed. He was my myth, and he came to devour us whole. 


That means they can read our minds. 


Eka and Dvi walked right into his arms. It’s what they were supposed to do. They weren’t 
afraid of death. They didn’t quite burn. The light washed over them like a tide of solar 
plasma, but when they melted away it must have been rapid disassembly. 


| didn’t obey the implied script, but it didn’t follow me. 


Over the next two hours | learned that | knew how to evade security sweeps and operate 
directed energy weapons. Sangha may not be enlightened, but apparently it was wise 
enough to give one of the team crisis-oriented skills. It made Eka a poet, Tri the scientist and 
me the skeptic, cynic and soldier.So here | am, Firewall, with information you need. The 
Iktomi were smart; they didn’t stick around. The Kalevalans refused to play their bit parts 
and when their legends came alive, they learned that myths don’t need their makers. 


